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Abstract
This thesis is an offering for those compelled to
use art and design learning as a way to strengthen the resiliency of our collective cultures. By
integrating intersectional place-based pedagogy
into art and design learning, art educators can
resist the idea that humans exist on a hierarchy with each other and other species. A deeper
understanding of place can build empathy for
both nature and culture, and can help educators
imagine alternative classroom models that focus
on building empathy within a learning environment. The importance of place is examined
through a literature review, contemporary artist
analysis, case studies, and interviews with art
educators. Intersectional place-based pedagogy
calls for art educators to recognize not only the
physical land of a site, but also the non-dominant
cultural narratives that are embedded within a
place.
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Chapter 1
Title

Introduction: Responding to the
Anthropocene

Description

An introduction to the concepts
of place and site and their relation to social and environmental
issues. Author’s personal background. Research methods and limits.

Notes

Learning about the relationships
between nature and culture helps
develop empathy for human and
non-human communities.

Fig. 1

Location: Traditional lands of the Mojave, Paiute, Cahuilla, and Serrano people. Joshua Tree
National Park, California, U.S.
Fig. 1

Date: June, 2019 (pre-COVID-19)
Description: Rocks like bodies like rocks. Photograph taken at sunset while backpacking.
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Introduction:
Responding to the
Anthropocene
This thesis is an offering for those compelled to use art
and design learning as a way to strengthen the resiliency of
our collective cultures, and as a way to respond to the issues
which embody our current Anthropocene era. Characterized
by rapid social and environmental changes, the Anthropocene has suffered from the effects of climate change, racial
inequity, wealth disparity, deforestation, loss of biodiversity,
late-stage capitalism, and more. By examining the themes
of nature and culture throughout the Anthropocene, we can
better acknowledge the impact that humans have on the
Earth and those who live on it.		
The intersections of art, nature and culture have always
been integral to how humans interact with the world, but
a capitalist system built on resource and bodily extraction,
upward growth, and white supremacy does not benefit from
reparations to its land and people. It will lash out against
change which seeks to dismantle oppressive power dynamics
and create networks of proactive empathy. It is important
to understand the history of environmental racism in order
13

to see how ecological and human trauma are connected. In
belonging - a culture of place, bell hooks writes about the connections between generational human trauma and the devastation
of ecology and land: the “lack of empathy for the lives that are
devastated by mountaintop removal reminds us of the overall
crisis in human values generated by dominant culture, by imperialist white supremacist capitalist patriarchy” (p. 29). The rooted
relationship between enslaved, extracted bodies and enslaved,
extracted land links the two systems of exploitation together.
Low-income people of color continue to suffer the consequences of pollution most severely as Black neighborhoods become
sites for toxic pollutants and Indigenous land gets infiltrated with
leaking pipelines. In addition, on a larger scale our global waste
trade operates through a system of material oppression. Western
capitalist countries enjoy the benefits of endless consumption
while countries of the global South end up receiving the majority of industry waste and discarded consumer goods.
The subjects of conservation and sustainability are
complex in terms of acknowledging environmental and social
inequity. Environmentally, it is important to recognize that
Black and Indigenous people have different perspectives on
wilderness than those of white Americans (Merchant 2003), and
future solutions to environmental justice issues must address
multiple perspectives. One of the unjust paradigms concerning
climate change is that those who are most responsible (those
benefiting from wealthy capitalist countries and corporations)
will suffer the least from its effects, and those with the smallest
carbon footprint are at the highest risk. In particular, those living
in rural agricultural and/or coastal regions in the global South
and women of color will continue to experience the most severe
impacts of climate change (Gaard 2015). In an era of extraction
and exploitation, how do we give back ethically?
Through a more intersectional approach to Place which
recognizes the connection between nature and culture, we can
begin to understand ourselves in context to a greater Earth
community and environment. By resisting an anthropocentric
imperialist world view, we can learn how we are members of a
14

web full of relationships with both human and non-human
entities. In this thesis I explore how the unique role of art
and design educator can prepare current and future generations for complex and transdiciplinary global challenges.
Artists and educators alike have investigated the
concept of place as it relates to their specific practice.
For arts educators, place-based learning serves as a way
to connect curriculum to local knowledge and history.
Arts educators can benefit from learning the language of
site-specific art dialogue in order to broaden their definition and understanding of place-based learning. Intersectional place-based learning can be a critical tool for helping
students to empathize with both local ecology and human
communities. It can be a way to instill values of environmental sustainability and social justice. By developing
their understanding of Place, students can better relate to
their community and natural environment. Site-specific
activity and research can help students visualize connections between environmental issues and social injustices.
Students should not only learn the significance of the
plants, animals, and natural resources that surround them
but also learn about the importance of diverse communities and the intersection of human and non-human
cultures.
For artists, making site-specific work is a way to
interpret the meaning of a geographic, ecological, political, or theoretical region. Artists often lean to site-specific work in order to engage with marginalized communities and amplify the voices of organizers. People with
creative practices also tend to be deeply involved with
material culture. A site’s material footprint and history of
making can serve as a vital lens through which to understand the relationships between human and non-human
cultures. Every object humans use, when traced back far
enough, has come from the Earth. A wool sweater was
once the fibers covering a sheep which grazes on grass. A
plastic phone charger was once part cellulose and crude
oil that was extracted and compressed into new polymers.
15

Our infrastructure requires metals and minerals which have
to be found within mountains or below ground. Architects
have a term for explaining the relationship between a place
and its traditions of designing and making physical structures: vernacular. Examining vernacular architecture can be
a way for students to witness histories of making and natural
material use that is endemic to a site. By looking closely at
the material properties of a place and understanding where
material is sourced from, art and design students can draw
connections between nature and culture and build an appreciation for the materials we take for granted.
I would like to specifically acknowledge that Black,
Indigenous, and people of color have been experiencing, speaking, theorizing, writing, designing, teaching, and
making art about the overlaps between nature and culture for
a long time. Some experts whose words have helped inform
my work are poet and cultural critic bell hooks, botanist and
writer Robin Wall Kimmerer, and artist Nicholas Galanin,
who graciously granted me permission to use images of his
artwork in this book. I hope that this MA thesis will amplify
the work that has already been done in this field by adding my
own research on how intersectional place-based arts learning
can help students empathize with both human and non-human communities.
An intersectional understanding of place can be implemented into both in-person and remote learning, which is
important to consider as we navigate the future of arts education. Remote learning has been on the rise since before the
onset of COVID-19, although the pandemic has expedited
the need for adaptive online education. Developing unique
and meaningful lessons is already a challenge art educator face. For art and design education that based on skills,
creation, and physical material exploration, finding ways to
communicate without being able to physically demonstrate
techniques to students is especially difficult. Through implementing a broader understanding of place, educators will
be able to design more meaningful experiences for art and
design students learning both in person and online.
16
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Fig. 2

Location: Traditional lands of the Narragansett
and Wampanoag peoples, Providence, RI, U.S.

Fig. 2

Date: 2019-2020
Description: Google Maps satellite image of Providence, Rhode Island, U.S.
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In the Backyard
My brother Dante and I often found ourselves covered in mud from our adventures. We seemingly had an expanse of grass, stream, and forest to explore daily, and we
would run to the edge of the yard where the swampy shallow
brook lurked by behind our house and we would wade waist
deep. There were all sorts of exciting beings that lived here:
bullfrogs that you had to track by their resonant calls, and
crayfish which you could only catch with a net because when
you would step near them they would tuck their tails swiftly
and slip away. Growing up in a lower-middle income family
I learned to value creativity and resourcefulness through everyday play. As I reflect on my backyard as a site for informal
place-based learning, I see it as a site for the inception of raw
ideas and curiosity, where I explored an early sense of myself
in relation to my natural environment and home.
My discoveries and artistic interests have always been
related to the place where I was doing something, whether it
was drawing, building, collecting or exploring. Relating what
I learned to a tangible example always made the lessons I was
learning more visceral and poignant. For me, art and design
are about exploring physically and conceptually: exploring
realms, realities, perspectives, histories, people, bodies, and
places. Finding ways of sharing these modes of exploration
and using art and design as lenses for discovery could help
instill values of interdisciplinary empathy and creative problem-solving.
During my undergraduate experience studying furniture design, I felt like I was collecting skills like woodworking, welding, and sewing as if they were gemstones. My fascination with different material processes and craft allowed
me to learn by doing, and furniture design let me explore the
balance between sculptural and functional methods of interaction. The dusty smell of hand-planed wood, the warmth
19

of the ceramics kiln room, and the rhythmic hum of sewing
machines in the studio I shared with friends felt so natural
and earth-like. I supplemented my studio work with a concentration in Nature-Culture-Sustainability, which consisted
of investigations with biomaterials, a specimen-mending and
microscopy lab-monitoring job at RISD’s beloved Nature
Lab, and courses exploring the relationships between ecology, climate change, social hierarchies, environmental history,
and inequity.
It was during my final undergraduate semester at
Rhode Island School of Design (RISD), in the midst of furniture design thesis project development, when the COVID-19
outbreak required all students to return home and try to adjust to remote art school. My experience as both a student
and instructor during this time has given me the opportunity
to understand multiple facets of online learning. As a student, I understand the disconnect and feelings of isolation
that are common when the majority of campus interactions
are through a computer screen, especially for a student body
reliant on studio access and equipment usage. The intense
challenges I saw my professors experiencing and the frustration I felt due to a lack of creative teaching solutions inspired
me to investigate better ways to help art and design students
learn online. As a teaching assistant for online continuing education courses at RISD, a remote instructor for the college
access program Project Open Door, and as an assistant in the
RISD Museum education department, I was able to participate in innovative curriculum development and brainstorm
ways to convey meaning through remote platforms.
The perspectives of artist, designer, and educator help
inform my work, and as I weave in my own reflections I hope
to draw conclusions that other educators can relate to.

20

Fig. 3

Location: Traditional lands of the Pawtucket and
Nipmuc people, Westford, MA, U.S, my backyard
Fig. 3

Date: circa 2006
Description: My brother Dante and I covered in
mud after a day playing in the marsh.
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Fig. 4

Location: Fig 4: Traditional lands of the Pawtucket and Nipmuc people, Westford, MA, U.S, my
backyard. Fig 5: Rhode Island School of Design
Nature Lab (main room).
Fig. 4

Date: Fig 4: unknown Fig 5: 2019
Description: Fig 4: Early sketch by me of my
brother Dante peeing in the woods. Fig 5: Grasshopper sketch, pen & ink and watercolor.
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Fig. 5

Location: Traditional lands of the Narragansett and
Wampanoag peoples, Providence, RI, U.S. Along the canal
where I usually walk from campus back to my apartment.

Fig. 5
Date: Fall 2020
Description: Field Work. Personal explorations of grass
fencing, organized nature, and human-made boundaries.
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Research Methods +
Limits
These investigations build on ideas that have been
percolating in different forms from many voices before me.
Beginning with a literature review, I gathered information
on how place-based learning has been used previously by
educators. In researching visual artists working in the public sphere, I started to notice patterns as to how artists talk
about place and locality in their work. The analysis of literature and works of art help provide a lens through which we
can understand the importance of place in art and design
education.
Through an interview process with art and design educators who experienced first-hand the shift from in-person
to online learning, I learned more about different approaches
used to create an engaging and meaningful remote learning
experience. It was while working as a teaching assistant for
John Gonzalez’s online Experiential Drawing course for high
school students that I began to draw connections between
site-specific art making and place-based learning. While
many other foundational drawing courses rely on traditional
techniques of figure drawing, texture samples, and observational drawing at home, John’s course broadens students' understanding of what drawing could be and how to use it as a
tool to explore big ideas. A graduate studio elective course on
public art, taught by Janet Zweig, also helped inform these
connections. In my view, the key to success was the emphasis
on site-specific exploration which encouraged the students
24

to make art in their backyards and neighborhoods. Through
the combination of literature reviews, interviews with educators, and personal reflections on my own learning experiences and creative practice I offer ideas on how to help students
feel more connected to their communities and environments
whether they are studying in-person or online.
Although I believe aspects of this thesis would apply
to multiple age groups and styles of education, due to my
access to certain content the majority of my observations
will pertain to high school and adult students studying art
and design in different capacities. Most of my personal casestudy observations will relate to arts learning experiences facilitated by Rhode Island School of Design (RISD) in some
capacity, while the nature of remote learning does allow for
participation from multiple students from out of state and
abroad. RISD Continuing Education courses are expensive
and inaccessible to many students, which is important to
take into account as I reflect upon student participation and
commitment.
My most prominent limitation in this case is time
(about 9 months total), as even upon the completion of this
book I expect my ideas will evolve and develop from new
experiences.

25
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Chapter 2
Title

Description

Notes

Where We Learn Is What We Learn

Literature review and review of
site-specific contemporary art.
Overall explorations look at place
and site as ways to build empathy for both human communities and
natural ecologies.

Questioning what a classroom is
could help art educators expand
their perception of place and recognize how the site for learning
influences creativity.

28

Place-Based Learning:
What is Place? What
Could it Be?
What is important about the site in which students are
learning in? How do the aesthetics and context of place impact
educational experiences? By combining a placed-based ecological focus with the critical theory social focus, educators can reject non-specific, standardized approaches and value their local
place in context. There have been multiple studies investigating
the success that place-based arts education has on building environmental and cultural empathy (Graham 2007, Bertling 2015,
Bertling 2013, Bertling 2020, Anderson & Guyas 2012, Upitis
2009, Bequette 2014, Henry 2014, Francis, Paige & Lloyd 2013).
Dr. Mark A. Graham recognizes that the “consequences of neglecting local human and natural communities include a derided
habitat, loss of wilderness, alienation, rootlessness, and lack of
connection to communities” (Graham 2007). The combination
of human domination over nature with the American standardized educational system results in a worldview that overlooks local
histories and communities and disregards their importance. Dr.
Graham ascertains that one main issue with American schooling
is the decontextualized curriculums. Students often find themselves part of a “large-scale industrialization where efficiency and
standardization are more important than imagination or divergent thinking...the scope and purposes of education have been
29

narrowed so that issues of ecological or social responsibility
are rarely considered and the humanistic aims of developing
compassion, social awareness and creative expression are neglected” (Graham 2009). The transition away from an industrialized learning model from the 19th century into a contextualized and decolonized model is necessary to create a more
ethical and sustainable society. One critical response to this
concern is incorporating intersectional place-based pedagogy
into the curriculum.
A place-based approach to art learning has unique
power to build empathy for the environment. Art inspires dialogue and can combine multiple perspectives within a single
work, thus having the potential to alter behavior and inspire a
cultural shift in mindset (Bertling 2015). Place-based learning shifts how humans view themselves to understand how
one is integrally part of everything else (Anderson and Guyas
2021). The societal centering of humans as separate and superior has origins in historical colonialism and white supremacy. Colonized peoples and lands are seen as resources for
accumulating wealth and power. The tradition of natural resource extraction is inseparable from extraction of people for
slave labor in order to fuel the industrial revolution (Grudin
2020). These hierarchies are responsible for the degradation
of ecological environments and equitable societies (Sofia,
Johnson 2020). The concept of sustainability has to evolve
beyond a calculation of material resources into a deeper understanding of how we can celebrate life’s meaning (hooks
2009), and art educators have the responsibility to ensure
future generations are equipped with these concepts.
Joy G. Bertling explains how empathy creates connection and builds relationships between people and the environment. This is also true for people and communities, and
empathy helps one understand their sense of place within
a complex system of interacting parts. Building empathy is
essential to breaking down the prominent Anthropocentric
world view (Bertling 2015). Ecological and social crises are
marked by language of inequity and elitism. Arts education is
30

Fig. 6

Location: Traditional lands of the Narragansett and
Wampanoag peoples, Blackstone Park in Providence, RI,
U.S.

Fig. 6

Date: 2016
Description: Outdoor nature-play structures created as part of a RISD pre-orientation volunteer program. Intended for use by children, but undergraduate
students greatly enjoyed the process of making such
structures.
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the key to developing environmental empathy.
Joy G. Bertling operated as a teacher-researcher in
a middle school that was a utilizing critical place-based art
education program to understand how it may impact students’ sense of empathy. Through a curriculum that focused
on drawing nature, interacting with gardening and agriculture, and reflecting on student’s enjoyment of specific places
outside, students created work that directly addressed their
own sense of involvement and responsibility for their environment. Bertling’s research reflects a common focus on environmental awareness in relation to physical natural places.
It is also important to utilize the same methods that are used
to build empathy for the environment in building empathy
for humans.
Place-based learning can be used not just for the local
ecological environment but also importantly for connecting
with local communities and indigenous history. The educational model of nature-play provides a concrete example of
how to implement place-based learning to build environmental empathy.
Nature-play is the thoughtful integration of open-ended natural materials, designated time, and flexible outdoor
spaces into the school day. Research emanating from Adelaide, South Australia investigates how integrating multi-sensory experiences and healthy risk-taking create meaningful
relationships between young students and their environment. The benefits of nature-play have been well documented (Francis, Paige & Lloyd 2013, Kiewra & Veselack 2016)
to include benefits such as reduced stress, increased creativity and excitement for learning. Nature-play in schools not
only then develops creative artistic thinking, but also material skills and ingenuity that will be a necessary part of the
continual sustainability of the planet. People will need to
solve problems, adapt to situations, and effectively communicate with each other. In this way, creative play is important
not only for schoolwork but it applies to real world application. However, the majority of these studies center on young
32

children and often in non-urban areas. I had the opportunity
to spend about a month in Adelaide, South Australia during
the Winter of 2020, where I was able to see first-hand how
a place with abundant city green space would inspire the
development of Nature-Play pedagogy. It is evident that the
focus on children in rural and suburban areas necessitates
further exploration into the benefits of nature-play on other
age groups and population demographics. The availability of
safe outdoor space is also a question of privilege; racial and
socio-economic disparity must factor into the conversation
in order to decolonize arts education.
Another approach to recognizing the nuances of place
is by viewing a site through a cultural lens. Culture-based
arts education helps students understand the history of immigration and movement as it relates to the physical landscape on which they learn. James W. Bequette writes about
how integrating a collaborative place-based curriculum with
Indigenous material culture resulted in a greater empathy
for local communities and environments. Centered on the
material culture of the Ojibwe peoples in the upper Midwest,
the grant-funded project Project Intersect (PI) was a collaboration between 50 Midwest teachers, local Indigenous elders, and artists (Bequette 2014). The program incorporated
extensive year-long teacher training in cultural competency
which included physical explorations of place as it relates
to Indigenous culture, as well as contemporary artist practice as place-based pedagogy. Working towards a decolonized
pedagogy means breaking down preconceptions of “place”
to include both physical environments and cultural heritage.
Place-based learning, when it successfully combines
physical space and cultural heritage, has the power to build
empathy for both environment and community. Koh (2020)
argues that it also has the potential to create learning environments built on student joy and healing for marginalized
communities (Koh 2020). At a Korean Christian church in
the Midwest, Youngaah Koh took a qualitative approach to
a group of six Korean-American second and third-graders.
33

The ten weekly lessons provided students with the opportunity to explore the big idea of understanding self and others
in a multicultural society. Koh guided the students in making a storybook called My Community, full of student-made
self-portraits, as well as an “autobiography map” which explored meaningful places and people through symbols. The
final project was a group mural that students painted and
positioned themselves on by marking their initials. Throughout the class, the students showed an increased sense of
cultural awareness through their observant self portraits
which embraced their own appearance. Previously the students made “Barbie doll-like figures” when asked to draw
themselves, which reflected more the societal expectations of
physical beauty. The autobiography map addressed the blend
of Korean, American, and Christian cultures. The students
displayed a cultural flexibility that emphasized their ability
to understand complex intersections of identity. Through
student and parent interviews, Koh was able to learn more
about the dynamics of experiencing primary American cultures at school and Korean cultures at home.
While the students seemed to enjoy school and value its diversity, there were many insecurities regarding race
and ethnicity which often lead to self-deprecation. Koh believes strongly that culturally relevant art education is a key
tool in helping lessen these insecurities and strengthen community. What makes the subject of the study so complicated, Koh explains, is the cultural and political complexity of
Asian-American identities. Asian-American is an umbrella term that includes people who have ethnic backgrounds
from a vast range of geographic regions and countries, all
of which have rich and unique histories. There is also the
stereotype of Asian-Americans as being the model minority
in terms of academic and economic success, which creates a
conflict of perceived privilege layered with active oppression
and racism.
Culture, community, heritage, and ecology are all
lenses through which we can understand place and site. By
34

considering one’s place through an interdisciplinary lens, we
can create opportunities to build empathy for both community and environment. These efforts are important and necessary in breaking down the dangerous power dynamics that
are destructive to our people and planet.

35

Fig. 6.25: Lichen Branch by
Jasmine Gutbrod, 2021. A
Classroom could be a lichen
branch.
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What and Where is a
Classroom?
What constitutes a classroom? If we go by the idea, a
classroom is simply a site for learning. What happens when
educators move beyond walls and industrialized infrastructure to consider our learning environments more intentionally? Urban parks, backyards, and open-air sites all become
extensions of the classroom when we broaden our understanding of site and place. This way of thinking acknowledges the important everyday learning which happens outside of
institutions. It also pushes back against factory-like architecture and pedagogy that presents learning as a linear assembly
line. Due dates, linear content, and classroom layout hierarchies could al be dissolved. The poet CAConrad writes
about how the factory model of thinking reduces creativity
and artistic expression in their anthology Ecodeviance. They
attribute this reduction of creativity to a lack of connection
to one’s place in the world:
“One morning I made a list of the worst problems of
the factory, and at the top of that list was “lack of being
present”. The more I thought about this the more I
realized this is what the factory robbed my family of the
most, and the thing that frightened me the most, this
not being aware of the present”. (p. xi)
Designing ways for students to actively engage in their
present place through a transdiciplinaty lens could help students understand their discoveries in context.
37

One model for instilling a sense of place for art students is established within the University of New Mexico’s
Art and Ecology graduate program, where field-based research is intertwined with artistic practice. Bill Gilbert and
Anicca Cox (2019) craft an inspiring vision of field-based
learning in their book Arts Programming for the Anthropocene. Bill Gilbert started the Land Arts of the American
West (LAAW) program as an experiment in interdisciplinary
place-based arts pedagogy. The program is a collaboration
between students and faculty who use site-specific arts research as a methodology to explore the intersections of land,
ecology, and culture. Students and faculty travel together,
cook meals, and camp together while having long stretches
of uninterrupted time to explore their site.
Subhankar Banerjee, a professor of Art & Ecology at
University of New Mexico, depicts the scene for us:
An open area shaded by a large, old, beautiful cottonwood tree serves as the classroom. Each day, the group
gathers in a circle for meals and conversations, underneath the cottonwood canopy: 7:00am for breakfast and
7:00pm for dinner. It is mid-October. The cottonwood
leaves are beginning to turn yellow. The students are
here to engage in a collaborative project about the Gila
River and raise awareness about the impending threat to
diversity of life and the social ecology of the watershed
due to the proposed river diversion project. They are
making a site-specific art object with local materials and
plan to share their work with the public through exhibitions and blogs. At Turkey Creek, they are learning from
Orien and ecologist Carol Fugali, who visited the camp
the previous day. I witness a meaningful blend of art and
activism informed by local knowledge and practices to
address a significant bioregional concern. (p. xxiv)
Professor Banerjee’s summary of one of the projects
LAAW students experienced shows the potential that interdisciplinary place-based learning can have in building empathy for both community and environment. The program’s
emphasis on local Indigenous knowledge, community build38

-Bill Gilbert
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“What if there is a direct link between the characteristics of a

physical space and the creativity it engenders?”

ing between students and faculty, and physical
land exploration allows students to make deeper connections between nature and culture.
Bill Gilbert’s essential question: “What
if there is a direct link between the characteristics of a physical space and the creativity it
engenders?” (Gilbert 2019, p.19) challenges
art educators to think out of the box when it
comes to sites for arts learning. It is not at all
surprising that students will continue to have
a limited understanding of complex socio-environmental issues if they are not able to experience the concepts through both mind and
body. How can we expect students to imagine
innovative solutions and artful responses without this understanding?
As a global community we are becoming increasingly aware of interconnected relationships between climate change and human
rights issues. Some complexities of the environmental movement are due to a Euro-centric perspective on conservation and resource
extraction. The colonist history of displacing Indigenous populations to create national
parks in the United States makes the very act
of spending time outside a political one. The
artificial concept of wilderness perpetuates the
idea that nature is a destinatino separate from
society.
We cannot fight for environmental solutions without also fighting for racial justice and
equity. As the scope of such widespread damage can be daunting, especially for those who
are new to the conversation, there can be the
tendency to draw within oneself and put up literal and figurative walls in response to change
and turmoil (Gilbert 2019, p.9). The other op-

tion, as Gilbert argues, is to build connections, forge relationships, and engage with your community. Art has the
unique potential to interpret complex ideas, communicate
them to others, and motivate people to change behavior or
mindset. As these prevalent socio-environmental issues are
not avoidable if we want to build a ecologically and socially
sustainable society, art educators have the responsibility to
address these concerns directly (Gilbert 2019, p. 8). Augmenting one’s understanding of “place” to include both
the physical land and cultural history of a site is a strong
way to approach this challenge.

Fig. 6.5: Gouache Sketch
by Jasmine Gutbrod, 2021.
Exploring natural form and
pattern, quick iterations.
Completed while listening to
an online lecture.
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Contemporary Artist
Practice as Field-Based
Pedagogy
The use of “place” in arts education directly corresponds to the use of “site-specific” in art history theory and
contemporary practice (Kwon 2002, Doherty 2015, Lacy
1994). Educators are able to use contemporary art as a way
to counteract classroom isolation and delve into pressing issues of community and ecology. Artists that produce socially engaged work often stand up to assumptions of power,
privilege, progress, and our relationships with nature. They
can serve as powerful examples for art and design students
learning about the intersections of nature and culture.
What once began as a way to revolt against the control
of museum and gallery institutions, “site-specific” became
an overused term co-opted by art dealers, critics, and curators. The concept became “domesticated” by society (Kwon
2002), indicating a need to rethink and redefine what site
and place mean in an ever-changing cultural context. In the
1960s and 1970s, “site” was mainly understood as a physical
entity. Monuments and public art responded to the physical
qualities of a space such as the topography, architecture, or
weather conditions (Kwon 2002). These phenomenological
and experiential understandings of site were limited tools in
communicating the complex relationships between natural
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environments and culture. Through institutional critique,
the concept of site was reoriented to consider networks of
spaces and political processes and evolved into broader social fields. As Kwon (2002) writes:

Dispersed across much broader cultural, social, and
discursive fields, and organized intertextually through
the nomadic movement of the artist - operating more
like an itinerary than a map - the site can now be as
various as a billboard, an artistic genre, a disenfranchised community, an institutional framework, a magazine page, a social cause, or a political debate. It can be
literal, like a street corner, or virtual, like a theoretical
concept (Kwon p.3).
By broadening our concept of “site”, we can better
understand how environmental and social issues are connected. Past definitions of site are evolving to emphasize
an artwork’s impermanence, rather than its static nature.
Monuments can be transient and site-specific work can be
nomadic. “Place” can be understood as an intersection of
ecology and cultural heritage. The pattern of impermanence
and intersectionality reflects the contemporary conflict of
belonging: How do we connect with “rooted, place-bound
identities” while at the same time embracing “a nomadic fluidity of subjectivity” (Kwon 2002, p.8)?
Agnes Denes created Wheatfield- A Confrontation in
1982 and planted two acres of wheat on a former garbage
dump in Lower Manhattan (fig. 7 & 8). Planting and harvesting the wheat on the plot, worth $4.2 billion in 1982, created
a powerful commentary on industry, hunger and misplaced
human priorities. While intended as an artwork, the wheatfield also serves as a speculative tool for envisioning alternative scenes of sustainable agriculture. What if we integrated
our food prodution into urban environments more, utilizing
vertical space or rooftops to grow food and destribute nutrients, cutting down on transportation costs and emissions?

42

Fig. 7:
Wheatfield- A
Confrontation
by Agnes Denes
showing an
aerial view of
the site.

Fig. 8:
Wheatfield- A
Confrontation
by Agnes Denes
showing the
artist walking
through the
field.

In September 2000, the little town of Skoghall, Sweden received its first cultural center. Beautifully made out
of paper, it was intentionally burned 24 hours later (fig. 9
& 10). The town commissioned Chilean-born artist Alfredo
Jaar to create this installation and performance that would
put the town on the global map. The commissioner wanted to bring attention to their town by hiring an internationally-known artist and owning a piece of celebrity artwork
(Doherty 2015). In defiance of the commissioner’s idea of
fame, Alfredo Jaar rejected the town funding and instead
managed to obtain funding from the private paper manufacturing corporation Stora Enso. The paper mill was the
largest employer in the town, and a major fixture in the economic and environmental culture of the place, altering the
ecology and community dynamics through the industrialized
process. Jaar’s paper museum was a reflection of the environmental and cultural homogeneity that industrial processes
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can result in. By installing the structure and burning it soon
after, Jaar was able to highlight the absence of community-centered resources. The work “unsettled the lifespan of
public art by demonstrating that the fleeting moment might
be more valuable than the permanent, static sculpture”
(Doherty 2015, p.11). In this way, the story that lives on
in the townspeople’s memory becomes the artwork, and the
mind becomes the site for the work. Complex understandings of a site have valuable applications in understanding the
connections between community and environment.
Tania Aguiñiga’s performance and sculpture, Metabolizing the Border conceptualizes the border between Mexico
and the United States through a multi-sensory reflection on
the “emotional and psychological effects that a border wall
has on those living on the border” (Aguiñiga 2020). The
objects Tania wears are full of layered meaning and representations of her body’s emotional state as she walks along a site
marked by both joy and pain (fig. 11). Tania’s investigation of
place, regarding the manufactured border between the United States and Mexico, recognizes the inherent fluidity and
ambiguity of border sites and the identities of those who live
with them. The inter-sectional understanding of the border
site as both a physical place born from contemporary power
systems and a theoretical region crafted from interlocking
histories could play a role in building empathy for the people
who are connected to border sites as well as the physical land
present.
Nicholas Galanin, also known by Yéil Ya-Tseen, created a powerful visual exploration of the nuanced politics of
land and culture during the Sydney Biennale in 2020. Born
in Sitka, Alaska, USA in 1979, Galanin incorporates creative
history and knowledge from his Tlingit and Unangax ancestry into critiques on contemporary culture. In their artist
statement, Galanin emphasizes how “culture is rooted in
connection to land”, and how through the use of different
technologies Galanin is able to “resist romanticization, categorization, and limitation” (para. 1).
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Fig. 9: THE
SKOGHALL
KONSTHALL by
Alfredo Jaar,
2000. Museum
and cultural
centure made
from paper.

Fig. 10: THE
SKOGHALL
KONSTHALL by
Alfredo Jaar,
2000. Burning
performance.

Fig. 11:
Metabolizing
the Border
by Tania
Aguiñiga, 2020.
Sculpture and
performance.
Photo by Gina
Clyne.

45

Fig. 12

Nicholas Galanin, Shadow on the Land, and excavation and bush burial, 2020. Installation
view for the 22nd Biennale of Sydney (2020),
Cockatoo Island. Courtesy the artist, included
with permission. Photograph: Jessica Maurer.
Close up of installation showing archaeology
tools for site excavation.
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Fig. 13

Nicholas Galanin, Shadow on the Land, and excavation and bush burial, 2020. Installation
view for the 22nd Biennale of Sydney (2020),
Cockatoo Island. Courtesy the artist, included
with permission. Photograph: Alex Robinson.
Overhead view of site installation showing the
shadow of Captain Cook’s monument carved out
of the soil.
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Fig. 14:
Captain Cook
Statue in Hyde
Park, Sydney,
Australia. Photograph: J Bar,
2009.

Shadow on the Land, an excavation and bush burial is an
installation by Nicholas Galanin on Cockatoo Island which
excavates the shadow cast by the statue of Captain Cook in
Hyde Park, Sydney (fig. 12 & 13). Captain James Cook was
celebrated by Great Britain in the late 18th century as a foundational presence for European colonization in Australia.
However, this reverence is an active erasure of the Aboriginal
history, as with Captain Cook’s First Fleet arrival came the
fictitious term terra nullius, “no-one’s land”, which was used
to justify the colonial oppression of Indigenous civilization
and land (Williams 2018). The monuments of such colonial
explorers, which are so common in both Australia and the
United States as records of European imperialism, represent
a conflict in historical representation.
How is it ethical to display the embodiment of generational trauma so casually in a public square? It is important
to understand that what may stand as a proud celebration of
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exploration for some is in reality a monumental manifestation of harm. The use of speculative archaeology in Galanin’s
work is articulating the need to put such blind reverence of
colonial heroic figures to rest. Through connecting with the
site as a complex network of cultural histories and ecological landscapes, Galanin’s artwork draws attention to the site.
This worked aligned with the increase in public alteration of
colonizer memorials in the United States during the summer
of 2020. In response to police brutality of Black people and
the pervasiveness of white supremacy, many monuments
were toppled, vandalized, and sometimes removed by local
governments in solidarity with those affected by European
colonization. The role of these monuments as exemplified
in Galanin’s artwork are thus increasingly being questioned,
and controversy is ensuing concerning what should be done
with their remains.
Contemporary art often works through trans-disciplinary milieu and pushes back against the separation between environmental, historical, and social practice through
collaboration. By supplementing arts education with critical
theory and place-based learning, educators can center ecological and social issues within their curriculums in an individualized and productive way. Place-based education can
therefore build curriculum that centers marginalized communities, places a greater value on local Indigenous knowledge, and visualizes place in a global context. Understanding
place in a physical sense is important in helping students feel
connected to the ecological environment, and thinking about
place in terms of cultural, historical, and political implications can help students build empathy for their neighbors and
community.
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Fig. 14.5:
Dried Fern
leaf, scanned.
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Chapter 3
Title

Implementing a Broader Understanding of Place into Art
Education

Description

- Case Study 1: Witness Tree
Project through RISD Furniture
Design
- Case study 2: Remote high
school drawing class for RISD
Continuing Education
- Student Work
- Reflections on Student Work

Notes

Art educators have the responsibility to address social and environmental concerns, this can be
done through both in-person and
remote learning.

Fig. 15: Ponemah Bog by
Jasmine Gutbrod, 2020.
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Implementing a
Broader Understanding of Place
Broadening the concept of place in place-based learning expands the scope of art and design education and as a
result deepens students’ understanding of the kinds of contexts within which their work is located. This approach is
useful for both in-person and remote learning. Place-based
learning has special benefits for remote learning, where the
physical and emotional isolation of students in the classroom
is heightened. Even while working remotely students are able
to build empathy for their communities and natural environment.
In remote learning, students can be physically in different continents and countries. They are able to convene
on-screen to talk about their projects through a digital platform while their actual work exists off-screen. The site for
learning is both in the physical realm and the virtual realm,
as students explore physical making and exploration, and respond to others online while getting feedback on their ideas.
Both sites are important and are intertwined.
Place-based learning has the potential to make re53

mote art and design education more engaging through this
process. Students are able to apply ideas to a physical setting
in addition to being able to work outdoors and connect with
communities outside of the classroom. Further, they can explore local histories and make site-specific art grounded in
social justice.
The following case studies are two instances where a
focus on site helped students draw connections to both their
local ecologies and human communities. The first case study
explores a place-based art history course for RISD undergraduate students, the second case study looks at a remote
drawing class for high school students.
As remote learning will likely continue to be expanded and made more accessible (Govindarajan & Srivastava
2021), educators have the responsibility to create meaningful experiences for students both for in-person and distance
learning. We should not be sacrificing education quality and
relevence. While the adjustment due to COVID-19 was rapid and rushed by necessity, I think that it is important to figure out how to address greater themes of environmental and
social issues through multiple dynamic platforms.

54

Case Study:

Witness Tree Project, RISD Undergraduate Furniture Design
Department

Location:

Adelaide, South Australia

Date:

Winter 2020 (Pre-COVID-19)

The Witness Tree Project with Dale Broholm
Intersectional place-based learning has the potential
to connect ideas of environmental stewardship with cultural
empathy. I reflect upon my own experience while a student
at RISD taking a course which emphasized the intersections
of nature, culture, and art through an in-depth exploration
of site.
Professors Dale Broholm and Daniel Cavicchi started
The Witness Tree Project at Rhode Island School of Design.
While based in the furniture design department, the course
is an elective which encourages participation from any major
and discipline. The course is built not around a certain skill
or product, but around the theme of trees as witnesses to
history and ecology. The instructors work with the United
States National Park Service to identify a tree that is being
removed from a national park or historic property for various
reasons, be it fallen over from a storm or cut down through
restoration. The physical material is then transported to the
furniture design department studios in Providence, Rhode
Island. Students in the course visit the site that the tree came
from, research both the overt and hidden narratives of the
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Location: Unknown, South Australia

Fig. 16

Date: January, 2019 (pre-COVID-19)
Description: Exploring tall ferns in a forest with
friends.
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site, and respond to that history by creating an object using the witness tree’s material. This idea is compelling for
multiple reasons. There is the more clear value of integrating
liberal arts studies into a studio practice. The format also
emphasizes a beautiful consideration of material, which honors the life that the tree has lived through a creative transformation. This concept is not one to be taken for granted as
we attempt to navigate a society that considers humans not
as the center of life, but as an integrated member. The dominant narrative for national parks and historic monuments
in the United States is the human interpretation of the land
and history. Narrower still, that interpretation is often only
considering the land as it relates to white settler history. The
decentering of the human gaze to consider a tree’s gaze is an
act of resistance against an anthropocentric perception of the
world.
As a student in the Witness Tree course, I was focused
on considering trees as records of European invasion. The
landscape of Adelaide is a living record of the tensions and
traumas between colonizers and Aboriginal civilization. I
draw upon some writing I did during that time, in which I
was thinking about the intersections of nature and culture in
order to better understand the place I was a guest in:
How does one designate a place as empty? When
European colonizers came to Australia, they spread the
notion of Terra nullius: empty continent, literally “land
of no-one”. The Latin term spread like a species name,
calculated and official, commanding recognition for its
designation. Terra nullius erased the Aboriginal civilization present on the land, it erased the gum trees and creek
beds, and it erased the diverse ecology which has evolved
to thrive in an ever-changing climate. With the arbitrary
label stuck on maps globally, suddenly the British empire
had the right to invade and claim.
Pre-colonial Australia did not have monocrops, cattle,
or large-scale livestock farming. Its native animals had
evolved with the land, and their soft paws and spreading
feet did not compact the soil. The continent lacked the
imposed infrastructure that depleted organic nutrients
and went against the rules of rivers and forests that had
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already been established thousands of years ago. It did
not have uncontrolled forest fires, or irrigation systems
which destroyed natural aquifers. Australia was empty of
these things, but it was not empty of people, life, food,
ecological diversity, and spiritual importance. Terra nullius was a misdiagnosis. When Europeans determined that
Australia was “no-one’s land” in the late 1780s, the act
was one of imperialized fear and racism.
The seed collection laboratory associated with the
Adelaide Botanic Gardens holds a collection of thousands
of different specimens. Holding a petri dish in my hand, I
could see the tiny green sprouts of the endangered White
Beauty Spider Orchid nestled in the white fibers of the
symbiotic fungus it needs to germinate. Each seedling
was placed on the dish as a seed a mere 200 microns
in size, only four times as big as the average diameter of
human hair. Seeds that might as well be dust! Once the
germinated seedlings are large enough, they graduate to
a larger container and then eventually get planted outside
in their natural habitat. Each orchid plant increases the
population number in order to hopefully replenish the
species, but some species cannot be recovered like this
because of the lack of proper pollinators, or the lack of
the right mycorrhizal fungi. Like any organism, the orchid
does not live in isolation from its ecosystem. The microscopic decomposers and nitrogen-fixing fungi make up a
network of an uncountable amount of life on which the
whole system relies upon. We cannot see it with our eyes,
but there is a ceaseless industry living in soil, roots, and in
bodies. A place can have inherent structure and systems,
even if one cannot physically see or understand it.
The Museum of Economic Botany in Adelaide shows
how native Australian plant species have been utilized for
practically every aspect of human life. Barks, leaves, and
fruits have been crushed and boiled to make dyes. Grasses woven and coiled together to make elaborate clothing,
baskets, mats, and shelters. I was lucky to see a demonstration on how to weave specific grasses into objects and
tools like basekts and fish traps. Wood has been carved
to make weapons, shields, and other equipment. Plants
harvested and gathered for food, roots cooked for starch
and various parts collected for medicinal properties.
South Australian Aboriginal groups knew that Moolbacuties/Cranberry heath and Mookitch/Kangaroo Apple
produced ripe berries and fruits that were good to eat.
People knew that shoots of Charr-ak reeds were tasty, and
their straight shafts made effective spears for throwing
and hunting. Pee al/Red Gum trees grew thick bark that
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Fig. 17

Location: Traditional lands of the Kaurna, Botanic
Gardens in Adelaide, South Australia.
Date: January, 2019 (pre-COVID-19)
Description: Personal sketchbook page showing observations from plant life and growth pattern in relation
to the Adelaide Botanic Gardens.
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Location: Traditional lands of the Kaurna, Adelaide,
South Australia. University of South Australia laboratories.
Date: January, 2019 (pre-COVID-19)

Fig. 18
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Description: Biology lab connected to the University
of South Australia and the Adelaide Botanic gardens.
Featured research centers on endangered native White
Beauty Spider orchid species that have to be carefully propogated and then replanted in their traditional
habitats. Orchid propogation is difficult because of
the seed size and conditions needed to grow them. On
the lab computer screen is projection of the microscope image, which shows a tiny orchid seedling being
protected with a web of fungi tendrils as it germinates. The germination is dependent on the mutual
relationship between orchid and fungus.

Location: Traditional lands of the Kaurna, Adelaide,
South Australia. University of South Australia laboratories.
Date: January, 2019 (pre-COVID-19)

Fig. 19

Description: Petri dish with tiny orchid seeds sprouting. The white, cloudy material would typically be
mistaken for decay mold, but it is a necessary fungus
that the orchid seeds rely on for germination. The
seedlings are kept in a climate-controlled environment which maintains the best temperature and humidity
until the orchids are grown enough to replant in the
wild.
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could be extracted for canoes, shields, and shelters. The
gummy resin from the tree was high in tannin, and would
make a good seal for wounds. The fragrant leaves had
multiple medicinal properties. Wangnarra/Stringy Bark,
among other things, was crushed to create a fire tinder,
and the inner bark was fashioned into bags and fishing
nets. The bulbous tubers of the Ngareli/Water Ribbons
plant were high in starch and grew in multiples, making
it a valuable food source. Kotgee/Drooping sheoak is an
excellent hardwood for making boomerangs and digging
sticks. The branches could be cooked with fish to provide
extra flavor. The Kotgee tree also tells the Dreaming story
of Ngurunderi, who looked for his missing wives before
ending up in the spirit world on Kangaroo Island. The
common Murnong/Yam Daisy was eagerly sought after
for its tubers.
From what I’ve observed and learned so far, Australia has a complex and flourishing ecological system that
was even more prominent prior to European colonization. The British assumption that Australia was an empty
space, a no-one’s land, was grossly inaccurate and meant
to serve as a tool for power acquisition and control over
foreign landscapes and people. Indigenous people recognize the fragility of arid ecosystems species, while colonizers and British officials refused to utilize the species
that had evolved to live in the Australian climate. The
term Terra Nullius represents how powerful naming can
be in shaping a false narrative of a place. The single-story
perspective has resulted in trauma for land and people in
Australia, a damage that will require continued constant
effort to acknowledge and mitigate.
These reflections are not ground-breaking, but they
represent how effective intersectional place-based learning
was in forming a preliminary understanding of nature and
culture in Adelaide, South Australia. Particularly, the juxtaposition of European scientific laboratory practice (fig. 18,
19) with Indigenous knowledge and material practice (fig.
20, 21) provided me with an experiential example of how
contrasting perspectives can address the same themes of
environmental and cultural sustainability.
As a travel course, there was already an emphasis on
site and place embedded into the course syllabus. While the
lessons learned through this course are applicable to many
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global geographic regions, I wonder if there are ways of
achieving similarly immersive experiences without having to
distance oneself from their usual place of learning. I question
the separation between the everyday art and design curriculum and the travel courses set at a different pace during
RISD’s shortened elective Winter term. Traveling to a different continent gave me the time to delve into deeper investigations of site and place, while at the same time I had to
remain aware of the potential separation between what I was
learning in Adelaide, South Australia and where I spent the
majority of my time in Providence, Rhode Island. I hope to
remain active in my perception of place through my everyday
activities and studio practice and understand Place not as a
destination, but as a interwoven system of nature and culture
that I exist within.
How can the same explorations into land, ecology, and
community be applied to our hometowns, backyards, and
neighbors? This application is something I wanted to bring
to my personal creative and educational practices. Hoping
to learn more, I consulted with the instructor and creator
of the Witness Tree course, Dale Broholm, a senior critic in
the Furniture Design department at RISD. The interview in
the following pages represents a deeper look into the reasoning for such a transdisciplinary course and the benefits of an
intersectional place-based pedagogy.
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Location: Traditional lands of the Kaurna, Adelaide, South
Australia
Date: January 2020

Fig. 20
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Description: Weaving demonstration Ngarrindjeri elder Ellen
Trevorrow. Freshwater sedge grass Cyprus gymnacaulos is
typically used for weaving nets, fish traps, baskets, and
cloaks. The gathering of these reeds is a communal family
event and is responsive to the climate conditions. During a
2007 drought which affected the freshwater plants, weaving
activity was decreased to allow plants to regenerate.

Location: Traditional lands of the Kaurna, Adelaide, South
Australia
Date: January 2020

Fig. 21
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Description: Ellen Trevorrow’s woven fish trap made of
reeds. Reeds are collected and then dried for 3-6 weeks.
When ready to weave with, the reeds are then soaked in hot
water to make them more pliable. The fish trap works when
fish swim into the opening and are unable to turn around.

65

Fig. 22: Google Maps Satellite
Image of Australia
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Title:

Conversation with Dale Broholm

Location:

Providence, RI (via Zoom)

Date:

April 19, 2021 (During COVID-19)

Jasmine:

I wanted to talk to you about Witness Tree. My thesis is about considering Place as a way to build empathy for community and environment, and making those connections between nature and culture
more available to everyday arts learning. I wanted to hear more about
how you conceived of Witness Tree, if where you are now is where
you thought you would end up, and how you see [the project] as important in the greater scheme of art and design learning.

Dale:

I'll give you a brief history. It was probably in…’97. I was on a family
vacation with friends, another couple. We were down at Gettysburg
National Battlefield, which is part of the national park system. The
reason we were down there is because one of the friends was a historian for the national park service. He worked out of the Boston
office. And [his partner] is a history professor at Boston University
and she is a noted expert on the civil war. And she had access to a
historic house on the battlefield that we could stay in. We were walking one morning, the fellow and I, he was talking about restoration of
landscape in particular to the peach orchard, which was a site of one
of the skirmishes. He said they were restoring it to its landscape of
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1864 I believe. There were mature trees currently there. I asked what
was happening to the trees, and he said they were going to cut them
down. It kind of sparked an idea. I then took it to...I think Roseanne
[Somerson] was the department head at the time...I pitched an idea
asking if there was any possibility of doing a class around this. And
partnering up with a history professor through teaching and making.
The idea of a history seminar linked with a studio class where you
express ideas about what you are learning through object making.
One thing led to another, I was introduced to Dan [Cavicchi], and
we formed the class. So the class has run for over ten years now. I
think we are further than we thought we would be. I didn't know how
long the class was going to run, you know RISD, all things are money-based...but they supported us. The timing was right, they liked the
idea and supported it through two Kyobo grants, which are grants for
new initiatives. It was logical to give it to us for the first year because
it was a new initiative that hadn’t been tried at RISD, and then the
fact that they gave it to us a second year said to me that they wanted
it to continue but they didn't know how to fund it. So they supported
a second year which was unusual. Going down the road we needed
more support, and the institution really liked the idea, they thought
it was a great educational model that had the possibility of linking
liberal arts, history in particular, to the studio process, and you know
through your own experience that everyone wants to make and be
in the studio. This had the potential of bringing in a deeper way of
looking at things, doing research by this means of study. The provost
at the time, Pradeep Sharma, liked what we were doing and was very
supportive. He essentially put aside 100,000 dollars for us. Which was
a significant amount of money that we are still living on. We carried it
forward. We went to some conferences and spoke about the Witness
Tree [project], went to the organization of American historians in
Milwaukee, and gave smaller presentations to art groups. The idea is
compelling. People are interested in the objects, the stories that the
objects are telling, and the model of linking the traditional classroom
studies to the studio. A couple years ago I went to Australia to see Peter Walker [who used to teach at RISD]. Peter said if we ever wanted
to come over we could do something together. So my wife and I went
over to visit our daughter, who was studying in Brisbane. We went
to see her and explore the possibility of something happening with
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Fig 23:
Satellite
view of
Adelaide, South
Australia,
which was
the site for
this Witness
Tree course.
Screenshot from
Google Maps.

Peter. That was how Witness Tree: Australia came from. That was a
unique experience because we did not work with a particular tree nor
the material from the tree, but more about the idea of what the trees
witness and working in all disciplines to create ideas. That was very
different but validated the point that you don't have to be linked to a
particular material and you don't have to be linked to a certain way
of making, but using a focal point as the generative hub from which
ideas can stem from. So that was great!
Jasmine:

Yeah! I think that core idea is so unique compared to the way that
other classes are taught, with the emphasis on interdisciplinary collaboration in such a direct way, and also looking at the site as not
a source for just physical inspiration but also cultural heritage, history, and more complex ways of informing your idea. I think I was
struck by the difference in pacing that I was used to. Being in the
furniture department, the decision process is so fast, it’s so satisfying
because at the end you are able to create fully realized objects. But I
think having that balance with moments to slow down and where all
you are focusing on is different components of the site, I think that
helped me open up my process and the way that I was interacting
with the different concepts. It’s hard to do so in school, where the
longest time period you can spend on something is a semester or year
at most based on how assignments are structured. But I think that
model of immersion allows you to get further conceptually than you
can in other ways. I was thinking more about the connection between
nature and culture and if that was something you were directly thinking about emphasizing or if it were something that emerged through
the explorations?
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Dale:

In regards to Australia yes, that was deliberative. With previous witness tree classes it is part of a greater package. It is some of what students are particularly interested in, or what the topic is meaning what
the site is about or where the tree came from. Right now we are in
conversation with Marsh-Billings National Historic park in Vermont.
Marsh-Billings is the site of the gentleman Perkins, one the first environmentalists who did writing about the environment and addressed
“man’s” impact on land. That certainly is a place where nature and
culture is going to be explored extensively. With Australia, what was
incredibly unique and why we were very lucky is because Peter had
connections to the Aboriginal community. In that we were able to
compare, look at, and explore the experiences in relation to nature
that the white settlers had and that the Indigenous people had, and
the contrast between the two is obviously very great. So [we were
able] to experience it in a contemporary manner as well as historic.

Jasmine:

I think that having a kind of in-depth, multidisciplinary view of the
site fits in to thinking about how we can decolonize education and
decenter the Western-European pedagogy. I think this could be a
good way of doing so because you are able to take the physical wood
material [which otherwise would have been wasted and thrown away]
from the National Park which have these histories of removing Indigenous populations to create space for white enjoyment, and you are
able to analyze that history through a different lens. Is that something
you want to emphasize going forward, bringing in those concepts
that we saw in the Australia course into more local conversations?

Dale:

I think that will happen, part of it is driven by the students. It is a
compelling topic, and also a fraught topic, and very much in the forefront of thinking for people in school right now. I’m wondering how
it will play out to the greater [public], as now it is not [talked about]
so much. That's one of the strong things about witness tree, at the
end of each one of the classes the objects go back to the place-- as
you know we had the exhibition in the Museum of Economic Botany--but other previous classes have gone and have exhibitions at
the site and it’s a way of engaging a larger audience, a broader audience in a conversation on what the students are interested in and
how they have interpreted the site. The objects become conversations
and different points of view on the white history that has formed
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so much of our country and in a potentially non-invasive manner
deal with these topics that are subjects people are struggling with.
Objects are, in a way, a safe way to have a conversation. I think that
Marsh-Billings could be a great way [to continue that conversation]
because it's talking about the environment, still from a white perspective, and extractive culture, and comparisons between that and those
who lived on the land before Vermont was established and colonized.
Their presence is still there. So talking about different means of how
the greater environment is looked at and impacted.
Jasmine:

Because the class is so object-driven, have you seen any evidence of
how those art objects are facilitating those conversations better or
easier than a different form of communication? I think it is true too,
art and design can serve as the link between different concepts.

Dale:

I’ve heard feedback. When the objects go back to the site and go on
display, maybe they are there for a month or longer. Obviously we
aren’t there. We are reliant on the curatorial staff at the site. They're
going to then engage. They have their perspectives and biases, but
they do give us feedback. There are definitely people who come in
and share feelings and thoughts about things, a lot of it is “oh, I never
thought of that” or “I wasn’t aware”. The first class for Witness Tree
was at Hampton National Historic Site, down in Towson, Maryland.
That was a site of white wealth, culture and also slave plantations.
The park service at the time was in the midst of changing their perspective of how they interpreted the site. It was interesting because
the students immediately latched onto how there were a lot of untold
stories there. [They asked:] “Why are we not exploring this?” Their
objects reflected their interests. It gave the audience who were both
returning and new-- when the exhibition was going on-- a chance to
engage, reflect, and think about different interpretations.

Jasmine:

The idea of untold stories is so strong. I find that interesting-- the
role of the artist or designer as an excavator of those stories, where
they are understanding the connections between the histories and
highlighting the ones that haven't been recorded in the same ways.
The idea of artist as researcher or artist as educator where that is
their primary method of investigation but they also have this other
communicative goal in mind.
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Dale:

Yes, that’s interesting. From my perspective, I see students struggle
with the idea of research that satisfies something greater than just
their own inspiration. Really intuitive work that people can be making which comes from within. What I find the most interesting is
work that is coming from prompts- be it whatever- from the outside
that influences their idea. So that’s what I’m calling research, outside
resources that are driving or prompting the artist to think about the
creation of objects with those influences in mind. That for me is really compelling, because it is adding so many layers to the creation
of the idea.

Jasmine:

It’s thinking more about the context of the practice in terms of your
greater community and more wider discussion. That’s something
I'm connecting to in the research I've been doing this year, because
there’s this history in arts education theory of place-based learning
as a place to connect students to their physical environment. But it’s
very much physical and doesn't really address the historical or cultural aspect of the learning site. But that is evolving, and there are related terms such as culture-based learning or field-based arts research.
And that same phenomenon is reflected in contemporary art practice
with the term site-specific, where it has been used to mean the physical environment at first and it has become more broad over time. I
think the broadening definition of site has been beneficial in allowing
people to work in these transdisciplinary ways. I’ve been reading this
book --Arts Programming for the Anthropocene--- which is a survey
of different field-based arts research programs. The term Anthropocene is an unofficial title for the current geological age we are in, a
time marked where humans now make a greater impact on the environment than ever before and what does that look like in terms of
how our physical landscape is changing and what does it look like in
terms of what we should be teaching students and the responsibility
that educators have in preparing students for adapting to different
kinds of futures. The book looks at field-based arts research as a way
to think about these ideas of community and environment. I think
the idea of field based research is so obvious to other disciplines, a
geologist would not just work in their lab, but they would go out and
experience the landscape for themselves and collect samples.

Dale:

This makes me think of residency programs for artists, where they
are doing their work in a site-specific area with a community of sorts

that may be another artist or greater community. That kind of linkage
is very compelling.
Jasmine:

One of the questions the book brings up: is there a direct link between the characteristics of the physical space you are learning in and
the kind of creativity that comes out of a space? In my experience,
most art classes are taught in a school room. There are walls, you
have certain physical boundaries that you are learning in, a lot of industrial buildings are converted into studios and places for making.
Maybe the kind of creativity that could come out of a space like that
is limited. And getting out of that space is important to finding new
ways of being creative.

Dale:

Absolutely, I think that is very true. You look at studio practice that
most of us have, where you are definitely linked to the location because that's where you are making and spending the majority of your
time. The experience can be very limited. If you have a practice that
allows you to be out on a greater landscape, or maybe you do your research out there and come back and make in response to that, that's a
broader horizon you are working from. Even if you are just drawing, I
keep thinking about your journal (from Australia) and how comprehensive that was and what a tool that is.

Jasmine:

It’s something that I think I under-appreciated, the value of the
sketchbook as a product of an experience. I’m so seduced by objects!
You are right, I’ve returned to sketchbooks so many times to remember ideas, it’s always something I can come back to. Like that one
drawing of the fence made from the field- I ended up doing a mini
version of that outside. It’s been useful to me to realize that I don't
have to make something and move on completely. That’s something
I’ve done in the past, once I get a taste of one material or process I
want to jump and learn a new thing. I’m getting better at revisiting
ideas I think.

Dale:

That’s your catalogue of research and library of ideas that you will
have the ability to refer to. What you are present with right now- years
from now you may move in a new direction where that information
may be interpreted in a completely new manner. Or maybe there are
things in there that you weren't aware of at the time. I think that's also
fundamentally important.
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Location: Living room/work room at 305 Williams St.
Date: April 2021

Fig. 24
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Description: Aerial view of desk at home waiting for an
online class to begin. Items include: headphones for listening to class without disturbing roomates, notebook for
class notes, sketchbook and gouache, brushes and water
cup, fantasy novel, bag of colored pencils, board game,
desk lamp, pencil case, laptop charger.

Title:

RISD Continuing Education Advanced
Program for High School Students

Location:

Providence, RI and remote

Date:

Fall 2020 (During COVID-19)

Experiential Drawing with John Gonzalez
Experiential Drawing was a course for high-school students taught online by John Gonzalez in fall 2020 through
Rhode Island School of Design (RISD)’s Continuing Education (CE) program. I have been a teaching assistant for
12 RISD CE classes from summer 2018-spring 2021, with
age groups ranging elementary-school aged, high-school,
and adult (18+, many aged 30-50 years old). My responsibilities were dynamic, shifting from one-on-one guidance
with students in person to curriculum development with the
instructors building their online courses for the first time.
Throughout every class, much of my time was spent providing students with individual feedback on their work, whether
it was written in response to digital gallery uploads or verbal
through one-on-one Zoom meetings or pre-recorded feedback videos. In the summer of 2018, classes were in person
on the RISD campus, and beginning the summer of 2020,
CE courses were entirely remote. The shift from in-person
instruction to remote learning was due to the COVID-19
pandemic and was expected to be temporary. Our remote
model had no schedules “live” time between instructors and
students; instead, the course content is released on a weekly basis and the instructors and students provide feedback
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on work that is uploaded every Sunday night. I originally
thought that the asynchronous model would make it hard for
students to retain motivation. The results of the new system,
however, opened up new opportunities for interdisciplinary
collaboration and arguably made learning more inclusive, as
now the courses were available to students internationally.
Through student work and discussions it became clear to me
how placed-based learning has the potential to make online
art and design education more engaging and meaningful.
John’s emphasis on body movement and site exploration in
his assignments resulted in student work that was thoughtful, resourceful, and empathetic towards the students’ human communities and local ecologies.
John Gonzalez’s 8-week, asynchronous course stood out
to me due to its emphasis on site-specific discovery. Each assignment gradually encouraged the 23 high-school students
to move beyond their sketchbooks and take their ideas into
their living spaces, backyards, and communities.
A few months after the course ended, John and I met via
Zoom to reflect on the course. We discussed how John’s experimental approach to a remote drawing class helped students learn off-screen. The following pages are examples of
student work from that course as well as a transcript from
that conversation.
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Title:

Conversation with Continuing Education (CE) Instructor John Gonzales

Location:

Providence, RI (via Zoom)

Date:

March 8, 2021 (During COVID-19)

Jasmine:

I noticed in your class that a lot of your assignments encouraged
students to move away from their desks and into other areas of their
home, backyard, and/or neighborhood. Was this intentional in response to the new online format or was it something you had incorporated in your classes before when they were in-person?

John:

A lot of my courses had always been very traditional...in the back of
my mind I’ve always wanted to teach a course that engages with some
of my own interests as an artist...which is working outside...thinking
about space and site-specificity...this class came an an opportunity to
really make this course interesting not only from an academic perspective but how do we make it meaningful in this new isolation...
isolation of the pandemic and of being on your computer alone...
trying to acknowledge that. It’s an 8 week course essentially broken
up into four weeks...because each week is a part one and a part two
of the same subject matter...so it can be reduced into four different
categories that I thought about...the first one is the fundamentals...
thinking about what goes into making a “good drawing”, the building
blocks of seeing things, observing things, and being able to regurgitate that onto a piece of paper in a way that feels believable and
meaningful. I think that was important to get everyone on the same
page...and then the second category is kinetic drawing... I wanted
to think about, okay, where can we push drawing and the body and
meaning...these are some things that are most important to me and I
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think they resonate with students in this time...so let’s do something
with kinetic drawing which I interpreted as movement, movement of
the body. I’m interested in a lot of conceptual art...I pulled up examples of a lot of different artists that have different ways of dealing with
charcoal...the idea of process became important at that point...the
process of drawing and the feeling of doing something. Then in week
five and six we go into site specificity...which again is furthering this
idea of meaning and I want to say how important it is the space you
are in, the place. We do some tape drawing inside but we also go outside to find some materials...I really love the artist Andy Goldsworthy
who does that...and then lastly is action drawing, or performative
drawing, drawing with the body but it also incorporates everything in
retrospect, site specificity, kinetic and fundamentals, to finally land at
larger project that deals with a lot of these things.
Jasmine:

John:

Yes absolutely. I particularly saw the jump in weeks 3 and 4...the
students were able to try the first experimental exercise and then see
what everyone else was doing and get inspired by that. I was really
impressed with how it evolved over time and how they really let go
of a lot of their preconceptions. The one student who had the map of
the tree climbing, or the student who did the...towards the end...she
drew the cars that she saw that drove by at different speeds (corresponding to different speeds with her pen)..
Yeah that was awesome

Jasmine:

Were you surprised by the result or were there any points...even in
the beginning...that you were nervous they wouldn’t get things?

John:

Yes...because I find that what I want to do is thread this fine line
between making something that is too rigid and making something
that is too open...like I feel like the danger is on both sides of that...if
it’s too rigid sometimes it can be too boring and stale...if its too open
the student might feel unmotivated to try hard or they might feel lost
or overwhelmed. That can sometimes result in not their best work...
working in the digital space kind of problematize that as well because
your not there in person...instructors have to be able to identify when
a student is in need...that’s when the community building comes in
to help with that...im always worried that im trying to fit that fine
line...when they do produce something that fits that fine line, it feels
relieving, like okay cool they finally are understanding...like a light-
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bulb goes off and finally by them delivering work that acknowledges
what I’m saying the message is received...in terms of being surprised,
I like it when I’m surprised and they think of something crazy that I
haven’t thought of...sometimes the surprises are good in that sense,
or sometimes the surprise is not good when you think that the student is thinking of things and you think they get it and then they deliver something that feels sub-par. Like they were interrogating ideas
and they suddenly went in a different direction...that is my moment
to re engage with that talk about some other interesting things...let’s
talk about what’s going on.
Jasmine:

In terms of communication, that’s also a really different way that
we have to change our understanding, we have to change our understanding of teacher student communication now, I felt like I was
available almost 24/7, kind of intentionally, I feel like they always had
to have that reassurance that they could email someone and get that
fast response back because there was no in person response session...
from an educator standpoint how ..the perception of online learning is that it’s not as much work, when in fact it’s the opposite...so
much more difficult to make sure all of those communication tools
are there...how do you time manage that...do you segment your time
between certain hours that you are available?

John:

It’s interesting because I feel like I can always do better....it could be
a good thing or a bad thing...of course I don’t want to burn myself
out by being available all the time...what I do is check in at least once
a day or once every other day, and when I have a moment...that’s the
good part about this asynchronous, I can get through a few assignments or communicate with my students [in a flexible way] when I
can fit it in...I’m always thinking about it in the back of my mind, but
i look for moments where i have openings when I can take care of
work...I don’t have a strict schedule it’s more just a feeling...I don’t
know if

Jasmine:

That’s how I’ve been working as well, I can see it being challenging
for people who don’t enjoy having that constantly thinking about
multiple things going on in the back of their head...also, for most CE
classes the participation is pretty consistent over the course of the
class...maybe you lose a couple in the beginning...how much of that
do you think is a part of the cost of the class...these are classes they
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are paying a lot of money to go to...how much is it the audience...or
how much is it it the content of the course being engaging..
John:

It’s hard to know for sure..I’ve had classes where I’ve lost a lot of
people and it’s hard because you take it personally...thinking that
they don’t like my stuff or are feeling overwhelmed...at the same time
objectively there are many reasons why they have to leave...I think
some of it has to do with the personality or dynamic that you create..
I remember a few times students thought it was not at all what they
expected...maybe they stick to it or there’s low participation or they
leave, sometimes people are just having their own private thing that’s
a greater priority...a lot of times I never know...sometimes students
leave and I never know why...I imagine that it’s most likely other life
things that become more important...that’s why they leave usually...I
think if they were really pissed off with me I’d probably get a lot of
letters but that hasn’t happened yet!

Jasmine:

I did furniture design as an undergraduate, all of my peers and I were
in the middle of our pieces past the design phase and the last semester was for building everything, and using the shops which closed.
For the future of online learning, how do you teach technical skills?
A lot of the advice that I’ve seen published has often been for 2D
art or place-based, installation based art, which is very cool but still
not comprehensive. For those projects and skills that you really need
supervision from a safety standpoint and rote hand skill practice,
there’s a lot of videos that are helpful but i don’t know how we can
mediate that.

John:

It’s interesting, personally I started taking tennis lessons...I wanted
to get some more activity. I’ve never played but what I’m learning is
that its very much about form...how I hold the racket and how I hit
the ball... someone could tell me on Zoom how to do that, but being
physically there with an instructor...he is there at the court with me
and watches me...how could I learn that online? I almost feel like the
dilemma is [questioning if] the online space the most appropriate
space to learn these things that take rote or physical practice...maybe there isn’t a good alternative for that online...there needs to be a
place where that can be taught physically...maybe the online space is
more for coming up with brand new ways of learning...that’s kind of
how I thought about it with this drawing class. So something like going outside, that’s not necessarily something I can do in the physical
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classroom so we tried that with the online classroom. So maybe with
furniture design, is it possible to separate the physical from the conceptual? It’s more of a question where I wonder if those two things
have to happen together.
Jasmine:

I think there’s a lot of opportunity to create more efficient time in the
studio, so that students have more time to make. Student-instructor
interaction could be more precise and thoughtful while still allowing
for organic conversation.

John:

For me the goal is to eventually return to in-person classes. I do believe that the Zoom classroom will not go away. A lot of industries
including academia will be forever changed by this. I can imagine
teaching classes in both physical spaces and virtual. I think they both
feed into one another in a nice way. For example my syllabus is so
tight because I’m the kind of teacher that likes to teach from the syllabus. From the digital space I realized my syllabus was too loose, so
I needed to tighten it up so it is clearer for everyone online. Going
back to in-person I know the syllabus will be more efficient and clear
for in-person students too. Once we see the benefits of both of these
systems I can imagine there being online and in-person for different
things all the time.

Jasmine:

I think for online learning, you really have to be on top of your game
in planning everything out. For you, you worked on your course development for a long time before it launched

John:

Yeah, for a super long time. We had a lot of eyes on it, different coordinators have different desires to be involved and some let me have
full agency and some want to tweak some things. This drawing class
was outside of what they were expecting, they were expecting a more
nuts and bolts drawing class and I delivered a more wacky thing. So
there was a lot of back and forth until we got it just right. Even now
I see the problems with the course because I feel like I can always get
better with it.

Jasmine:
John:

What is something you would change having gone through it?
One of the “achilles heels” of this particular course I think is that it’s
too loose. That fine line between rigid and loose, I would probably
want to add a few more things to make it more rigid. This is the
second time I’ve taught the course, and I’ve already made it more
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rigid from there and I think I want to tighten it up more. I think the
assignments that work best are the ones that are loose but have precise time frames. That gives them a time table as a constraint. Maybe
make things more specific, give more rules and freedom to do them
Jasmine:

The time is an interesting constraint to add, because within a virtual
space they could spend an infinite amount of time and pinpointing
that expectation is maybe not something you would have thought of
for an in-person class where everyone has the same time frame.

John:

I also teach a design fundamentals class, but more through the lens
of fine art. That class is very straight-laced with what you do, it’s
very rigid, but the projects are open within that so it’s different from
the drawing course. I have them make a shape library of about 12
different shapes that they have to make all their assignments with.
They essentially get sick of the same shapes, but eventually something happens, where they now are forced to come up with creative
solutions for otherwise exhausted pieces. They make mosaics with
shapes that they design that are responding to certain prompts. I have
them choose between words to base their pieces on each week, so it’s
a bit of a game to guess the inspiration word and it keeps them engaged. I think that is successful because it is pretty rigid but open at
the same time. There are a couple assignments in the drawing course
that could be tweaked a bit.

Jasmine:

Was this all for high school students?

John:

No, the design course was for adults.

Jasmine:

Have you noticed any differences between the responsibilities of
teaching adults and high school?

John:

I think the high school kids are less used to managing their affairs
as well as adults, so a lot of reminding and a lot of encouragement.
I think as an adult they already understand that but there is less risk
taking. I feel like kids are willing to take risks, like that student who
climbed up the tree for her project. Adults have already formed traditional notions that a lot of time can be broken, and that’s a nice moment in the adult classes when someone’s preconceived notions have
been challenged, and maybe they are more receptive after. There’s
less of that happening with kids because they are still forming their
ideas. The joy with kids is being able to show them super interesting
things that they haven’t thought of.
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Jasmine:

Thank you so much for taking the time to talk with me

John:

You’re welcome! Thank you for assisting. I do have a question for
you, is there anything that you think could’ve been pushed further
with the class or anything you felt could have been explained differently?

Jasmine:

I was definitely impressed with the diversity of work that students
produced. Maybe the two units for kinetic and performance could
have been better distinguished, I think some of them had trouble
separating body movement with the assisted tool movement, I remember noticing a bit of confusion there.

The rest of the conversation wraps up with discussing personal coursework and plans for the Summer.
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Fig. 25
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Student Location:

France

Course:

Experiential Drawing for High School Students

Instructor:
Student Work Title:
Date Uploaded:
Excerpt From Student
Caption:

John Gonzales
Outdoor found material drawing (Fig. 25)
Sunday, Nov. 1, 2020 11:30am EST

Hello;) For this installation I choose a scene we
have in a wood next to my neighbourhood. Its
a public space, so on weekends you have a lot
of families there playing with their kids. The
forest around this scene is beautiful, especially
at this time of the year because the leaves have
these palette of autumn colors. So I picked up
leaves, berries, nuts, etc. and did a portrait of a
women. It was interesting to work like this in a
public place, because some of families stopped
to watch me work, the kids interacted with me,
started to get more leaves and nuts in the wood
to help me or just ran around in the scene
dancing and singing. The finished portrait
lasted a brave whole minute before two kids
came by to take the leaves and nuts and throw
them in the air. So space wasn’t this different after my work beside of a bunch of leaves
laying around, but I guess it’s also the point of
ephemere art and the experience was definitely
worth it. It was fun, light and as unpredictable as the targeted audience/ co artist the kids.
- Student A.

Names of students are anonymous for privacy purposes.
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Fig. 26, 27
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Student Location:

United States

Course:

Experiential Drawing for High School Students

Instructor:
Student Work Title:
Date Uploaded:
Excerpt From Student
Caption:

John Gonzales
site specific drawing (Fig. 26, 27)
Sunday, Oct. 25, 2020 4:52PM EST

My piece is in a site specific location that
isn't really on a wall in my house, but it's still
important to me. It's on a tree in front of my
house that I like to climb sometimes. So I put
some tape where I put my hands and feet. I
also put arrows on branches pointing up if its
still safe to go up, and pointing down if you
need to climb down.
- Student E.

Names of students are anonymous for privacy purposes.
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Fig. 28

Fig. 29

Fig. 30
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Student Location:

United States

Course:

Experiential Drawing for High School Students

Instructor:

John Gonzales

Student Work Title:

final project (Fig. 28, 29, 30)

Date Uploaded:

Sunday, Nov. 15, 2020 8:41PM EST

Excerpt From Student

My final project is comprised of one picture, five drawings, and one group of rocks, now covered in numbers.
This was really interesting because it helped me solidify
my idea that these lines are mostly subjective, some rocks
seemed to blend together in this flat image in ways they
didn't at all on site....I went down back to the site, and
with a piece of chalk in one hand, and the drawing with
the numbers in the other hand, I began to number the
rocks. The river was a bit higher, which made a lot of
rocks look different and made a few completely completely submerged. This was really intriguing, because it made
me realize that if I had taken the picture at a different
time, all of my lines would be different and the entire
project would have been slightly different. My goal was
to split the rocks into different shapes, to flatten them, to
simplify them down into their basic forms. I found it very
interesting that even these forms were very subjective to
the eye, to the lighting, so many other factors...The main
takeaway I had from this was how much my own touch
changed the rocks, how much my perception altered by
experience of these shapes. There was something very
interesting about abstracting and then extrapolating from
those abstractions, and it came out in some ways that I
had expected, and in some that I didn't. Nature is not
meant to structured, it has no definite form or order to it,
but that doesn't stop us from trying, from attempting to
interpret the world around us in interesting and new ways.
And sometimes those attempts are beautiful. I plan to
continue with this project some more on my own, I've got
a great many more ideas for this picture, and those rocks.

Caption:

- Student N.
Names of students are anonymous for privacy purposes.
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Fig. 31
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Student Location:

India

Course:

Experiential Drawing for High School Students

Instructor:
Student Work Title:
Date Uploaded:
Excerpt From Student
Caption:

John Gonzales
Week 6 (Fig. 31)
Sunday, Nov. 2, 2020 2:06AM EST

For this week, my parents wouldn't allow me to go
anywhere outside and do the assignment, so I chose
a balcony that could be seen from the streets to work
on. I wanted to co relate with the lockdown that has
been going on lately and how I haven't been able to go
out at all. The lockdown has made it very difficult to
go out and have any other reason to smile other than
those directly around us. I chose to draw two kids and
a cat jumping in the air because such illustrations can
be seen on walls of a children's school and they always
make me smile. Since it isn't possible for me to be
physically out there to jump about and bring smiles,
I wanted to make a different means to do the same.
I started by sketching an outline of what I wanted to
draw...After some experiment I found that rubbing
leaves or flowers also makes the pigment come off. I
did the same for some parts and completed my work.
I looked for something that might give a blackish tone
for outlines or shadows but wasn't able to find something suitable. This space is a huge connect to the
outside world to me since I am not exactly inside the
house but at the same time I am at a safe distance as
to avoid getting unwell. The plants an[d] flowers there
really help connect with nature which is also a sign of
happiness. It gives a break from loneliness. The place
can also be seen from the streets which provides a
great audience and establishment. My target audience
is obviously anyone who looks up to perhaps meet me
or so. Anyone -passing bye who would usually say hello
but can't anymore. Maybe someone who has been
having a sad day or is away from family.
- Student M.
Names of students are anonymous for privacy purposes.

91

92

Reflecting On Student Work
The thoughtful student work represented here is
strong evidence as to how site-specific learning, even when
mediated through an online platform, encourages empathy
for natural environments and human communities. John’s
assignments did not have overt goals in connecting students
to nature and culture, but through the emphasis on site-specific inquiry many students were able to exhibit an increased
level of empathy for their community members and/or local ecologies. Through both their visual documentation and
written reflections on their process, the high school students
learned to understand the relationships between art, nature,
and culture.
Student A. created a colorful portrait out of natural materials they found outside. The choice of colors and
shapes within the piece show a great attention to detail and
create a mosaic-like effect. A.’s reflection on how their piece
interacted with their chosen site, which was a wooden platform made for public outdoor performances, demonstrates
empathy for their community. In their reflection, they comment on how the piece lasted only a few minutes before some
neighborhood children came and scattered the materials, but
instead of feeling distraught over their ruined piece, A. mentions how it was “fun, light, and...unpredictable” and even
labels the interfering kids as “co-artists”. This perspective
indicates an appreciation for the human interaction present
during the art-making process.
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Student E., when asked to create a site-specific tape
drawing, chose to focus on a tree outside of their house. The
piece was an exploration of the best foot and hand holds to
use while climbing the tree, and the result was a visual interpretation of body movement as it exists in relation to another
organism. Through studying their own interaction with the
climbing tree, E. is exploring themself in relation to another
ecological entity. Their project is also an invitation for others
to approach the site and interact with the tree, indicating
how E. is thinking about the possibility of community involvement.
Student N.’s work is a series of line drawings, both on
paper and directly onto rocks at their site, which are compiled into an in-depth exploration of natural rock forms. The
durational aspect of this work, having taken several visits to
the site, helped N. observe their natural environment thoroughly. N. was able to observe the change of the rock outlines over time, depending on how high the water level was
and from what perspective N. was drawing from. N.’s reflection on their work exhibits an increase in empathy for the
rocky stream bed. They indicate surprise at realizing “how
much [their] own touch changed the rocks, and how my
perception [was] altered by the experience of these shapes”,
demonstrating an understanding of how creative thinking
can change one’s perspective of a subject or place. N. reflects
on the experience further, hypothesizing how “Nature is not
meant to be structured...but that doesn’t stop us from trying, from attempting to interpret the world around us in interesting and new ways.”. N.’s words show how their artwork
prompted new ideas for them concerning the relationship
between humans and nature.
Student M. illustrated a strong sense of empathy for
their community by having specific socially-driven goals for
their work. Addressing the isolation of the COVID-19 lockdown, M. wanted to give her neighbors something to smile
at since in-person human interaction was extremely limited.
M., who was unable to leave their apartment for the dura94

tion of this assignment, exhibited resourcefulness by using
soil and plants from their balcony to create their own pigments for a wall drawing. M. connects nature and happiness
through their use of floral motifs and writes about how the
plants help give a “break from loneliness”. They also recognized the power of public art by indicating how their drawing
site “can also be seen from the streets which provides a great
audience”. M’s creativity reveals an empathetic perspective
towards their community that is mediated through their artwork.
Each of these students in John Gonzales’ course show
the potential that place-based learning through an online
platform has. Even though the students never met each other in person, the written dialogue between feedback groups
and the visual documentation of work indicate a group that
was increasingly socially-engaged and aware of their natural environments. The teenagers were able to create work in
context to the places they lived in and the people they exist
alongside, as a result of the curricular emphasis on site-specific learning and field-based art-making.
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Location: Traditional lands of the Kaurna, Adelaide, South
Australia
Date: January 2020

Fig. 32
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Description: Eucalyptus tree branch drawing on the ground.
The wind helps the leaves brush away the soil covering the
pavement, revealing a circular pattern. Image suggests that
humans may not be alone in art-making.

Chapter 4
Title

Concluding Thoughts

Description

A conclusion of core ideas. The
importance of an intersectional
approach to place-based learning
and the benefits it has for art and
design students.

Notes

Intersectional place-based learning has benefits for the short term
and long term futures of art and
design students.

Fig. 33:
Traditional
Classroom
Sketch

Fig. 34:
Outdoor
Classroom
Sketch
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Concluding Thoughts
Implementing intersectional place-based learning
more fully into art education has the potential to build empathy between learners and their natural and human environments. Once students are able to understand their work
in relation to the sociocultural and environmental contexts
of the site they are situated in, they can view issues related to
international politics and climate change through a holistic
lens. An intersectional understanding of place helps students
see how nature and culture are inextricably related. To apply
such a perspective into arts learning is to acknowledge the
unique ability that art and design has to cross boundaries
between disciplines and create networks of empathy between
disparate forces. 				
Concepts such as nature-play, culture-based learning,
and field-based learning are all useful lenses through which
educators can experience an intersectional understanding of
place that expands upon the site as both a physical natural
entity and as a source for local history and knowledge. Art
educators can reinterpret the role of a classroom and question traditional classroom dynamics through a place-based
approach. In a traditional classroom, students are typically
seated in rows (fig. 38) with the flow of information being in
a linear direction. The physical orientation of desks in a gridlocked orientation creates a subconscious hierarchy between
the instructor and students, and within the student body itself. Eerily similar to the layout of industrial factories, the
traditional classroom layout does not facilitate interpersonal
99

Intersectional Place-Based Learning
• Resists the idea that humans exist on a hierarchy
with each other and other species
• Encourages curiosity and empathy for both nature
and culture
• Emphasizes the non-dominant narratives embedded
within a place
• Decolonizes the classroom by dissolving physical
spatial hierarchies
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relationships or help students understand the connections
between art, nature, and culture. In contrast, the outdoor
classroom (fig. 34) could provide students and instructors
with the opportunity to investigate the connections between themselves and their site of learning. The resistance
to standardized social hierarchies is an important way to
question traditional power dynamics in the classroom and
build a more empathetic learning space.
Art historians and contemporary artists and designers can also serve as brilliant examples for students.
Learning from artists and designers who are addressing the
issues that students care about today can help students understand the relevance of their work. Because an intersectional place-based learning model emphasizes local culture
and knowledge in relation to the landscape and ecology of
a place, it has the potential to amplify underrepresented
voices by elevating non-dominant narratives. By equipping
students with a literacy in place-based ecology and culture,
art educators can serve as adaptive and responsive leaders
in areas of social and environmental justice.

101

References
Anderson, T., Guyas, A. (2012). Earth education, Interbeing, and Deep Ecology. Studies in 			
Art Education: A Journal of Issues and Research, 53(3), 223-245.
Bertling, J., Moore, T. (2020). U.S. Art Teacher Education in the Age of the Anthropocene. 			
Studies in Art Education: A Journal of Issues and Research, 6(1), 46-63. https://doi.or		
g/10.1080/00393541.2019.1699384.
Bertling, J. (2015). The art of empathy: A mixed methods case study of a critical place-based 		
art education program. International Journal of Education & the Arts, 16(13). 1-26. 		
http://www.ijea.org/v16n13/.
Bertling, J. (2013) Exercising the Ecological Imagination: Representing the Future of Place. 		
Art Education, 33-39.
Bequette, J. (2014). Culture-Based Arts Education That Teaches Against the Grain: A Model 		
for Place-Specific Material Culture. Studies in Art Education: A Journal of Issues and 		
Research, 55(3), 214-266.
Conkey, April A. T., & Green, Marybeth. (2018). Using Place-Based Art Education to Engage 		
Students in Learning about Food Webs. Journal of Instructional Pedagogies, 21, 1-17.
Conrad, C. A. (2014). Ecodeviance: (soma)tics for the future wilderness. Wave Books.
Doherty, C. (2015). Public Art (Now): Out of Time, Out of Place. Art / Books.
Francis, M., Paige, K., & Lloyd, D. (2013). Middle Years Students’ Experiences in Nature: A 		
Case Study on Nature-Play. Teaching Science 59(2), 20-30. http://www.asta.edu.au/		
resources/teachingscience.
Gaard, G. (2015). Ecofeminism and climate change. Women’s Studies International Forum, 49, 		
20–33. https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wsif.2015.02.004
Gardner, Grant E. (2012). Using Biomimicry to Engage Students in a Design-Based Learning 		
Activity. The American Biology Teacher, 74(3), 182-184.
Gilbert, B., Cox, A. (2018). Arts Programming in the Anthropocene, Art in Community and 		
Environment. Routledge.

Govindarajan, V., & Srivastava, A. (2021, February 1). What the Shift to Virtual Learning 		
Could Mean for the Future of Higher Ed. Harvard Business Review. https://hbr.			
org/2020/03/what-the-shift-to-virtual-learning-could-mean-for-the-future-of-higher-		
ed.
Graham, Mark A. (2007). Art, Ecology and Art Education: Locating Art Education in a Criti		
cal Place-Based Pedagogy. Studies in Art Education: A Journal of Issues and Re			
search, 48(4), 375-391.
Green, C. (2017). Four Methods for Engaging Young Children as Environmental Education 		
Researchers. The International Journal of Early Childhood Environmental Education, 		
5(1), 6-19. https://naaee.org/eepro/resources/international-journal-early-child			
hood-environmental-education-ijecee.
Grudin, T. (2020, September 24). How white supremacy caused the climate crisis. Retrieved 		

102

October 11, 2021, from https://www.earthisland.org/journal/index.php/articles/entry/		
how-white-supremacy-caused-the-climate-crisis/
Henry, E. (2014). A Search for Decolonizing Place-Based Pedagogies: An Exploration of Un		
heard Histories in Kitsilano Vancouver, B.C. Canadian Journal of Environmental 			
Education, 18-30.
hooks, B. (2009). Belonging, a culture of place. Routledge.
Inwood, H. (2008). Mapping Eco-Art Education. Canadian Review of Art Education, 35, 57-		
73.
Jacobson, Susan K., Seavey, Jennifer R., & Mueller, Robert C. (2016). Integrated science and 		
art education for creative climate change communication. Ecology and Society, 21(3). 		
http://dx.doi.org/10.5751/ES-08626-210330.
Kiewra, C., Veselack, E. (2016). Playing with Nature: Supporting Preschoolers’ Creativity in 		
Natural Outdoor Classrooms. The International Journal of Early Childhood Environ		
mental Education, 4(1), 70-95.
Kimmerer, R. W. (2013). Braiding Sweetgrass. Milkweed Editions.
Kwon, M. (2002). One Place After Another, Site Specific Art and Locational Identity. The 			
MIT Press.
Lacy, S. (Ed.). (1994). Mapping the Terrain, New Genre Public Art. Bay Press.
Merchant, C. (2003). Shades of Darkness: Race and Environmental History. Environmental 		
History, 8(3), 380–394.
Nicholas Galanin. Biennale of Sydney. (2020). https://www.biennaleofsydney.art/artists/nicholas-gala		
nin/.
Ondarza, José. (2019). The Color of Survival: An Inquiry-based Interdisciplinary Study of 			
Bacterial Pigments. Bioscene Journal of College Biology Teaching, 45(3), 22-30.
http://www.acube.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Bioscene-December-2019.pdf.
Reinking, Anni K., Vetere III, Michael J., & Percell, Jay C. (2017). Collaborating with Theatre, 		
Nature, and STEM: A Multigenerational Family Event. New Waves Educational Re		
search & Development, 20(1), 23-37.
Sofia, M., Johnson, A. (Hosts). (2020, June 18). The Inseparable Link Between Climate 			
Change and Racial Justice. [Audio podcast episode]. In Short Wave. National Public 		
Radio.
Tsing, A., Swanson, H., Gan, E., Bubandt, N. (Eds.). (2017) Arts of Living on a Damaged 			
Planet. University of Minnesota Press.
Upitis, R. (2009). Developing Ecological Habits of Mind Through the Arts. International 			
Journal of Education & the Arts, 10(26). http://www.ijea.org/v10n26/.
Watson, J. (2019). Lo-TEK Design by Radical Indigenism. Taschen.
Weir, J. (2016). The Way the Light Hits a Web. Art Education, 69(3), 6-11. https://doi.org/10.1		
080/00043125.2016.1158568.
Williams, S. T. (2018, April 9). An indigenous Australian perspective on Cook's arrival. The 			
British Library. https://www.bl.uk/the-voyages-of-captain-james-cook/articles/an-in			
digenous-australian-perspective-on-cooks-arrival#.

103

105

106

